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Abstract 
A variety of studies documented that self-esteem is related to protective strategies including self-handicapping and causal 
attributions in the school domain. In particular, these defensive modalities, both proactive and retroactive, refer to some of the 
maladaptive strategies employed by an individual, respectively before and after performing difficult and threatening tasks, to 
protect him or herself and maintain a positive self-esteem. Within the theoretical framework of self-regulation, the maintenance 
and the protection of competency self-images implies the social intelligence model of personality (Cantor and Kihlstrom, 1987). 
The social intelligence, which includes self-concept, autobiographical memories, decision rules, is a multidimensional construct 
that people use to solve their daily life problems. An example is to preserve the self-image in external threatening contexts by the 
use of defensive strategies (Rodhewalt and Vohs, 2005).  
The aim of this study is to explore the Proactive And Retroactive Excuses used by adolescents and their relationship with Self-
Esteem and the Social Intelligence’s domains.  
The subjects in this study were 786 attending the 3th or the 5th final years of high school (humanistic, scientific, technical and 
pedagogic schools) with the mean age of 17.2 years. Their self-esteem was measured by the Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 
1965). Students were administered a questionnaire aimed at evaluating the Defensive Strategies consisting of 20 items, 10 for the 
proactive excuses and 10 for the retroactive ones (Alesi and Pepi, 2011). Finally they were given the Tromsø Social Intelligence 
Scale (Silvera, Martinussen and Dahl, 2001) articulated in three subscales: Social Information Processing, Social Awareness and 
Social Skills. On the whole, results indicate negative significant correlations between Negative Self-Esteem, Proactive Excuses 
and all the three Social Intelligence domains. Retroactive Excuses correlate significantly and negatively only with Negative Self-
Esteem. Instead, Self-Esteem is strongly and positively correlated with behavioural and emotional components of Social 
Intelligence. 
We can infer that employ of defensive strategies, in particular those used after performing threatening and difficult tasks, 
contrasts with social intelligence development. We also confirmed the relationship between self-esteem and excuses. Finally, 
adolescents with high level of social intelligence show a positive self-image, too.  
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1. Introduction 
 
A growing body of studies focuses on the cross-domain analysis of cognitive and emotional-motivational factors. 
The aim of this research is to investigate the relationship between the self-esteem, the defensive strategies and the 
social intelligence in the adolescence.  
Self-esteem is conceived d as one’s judgement of personal worth or value and refers to the evaluative component 
of the Self which develops from the negotiation between the perceived self and the ideal Self. It represents a pivotal 
aspect of a person’s experience and quality of life (Crocker and Wolfe, 2001). An adequate level of self-esteem is a 
good predictor of one’s general well-being and degree of adaptation to the social context and protects against 
psycho-social risks in adolescence (Forzi and Not, 2003). As in numerous developmental and educational studies is 
assumed that this self-evaluation emerges from first school years when the child is required to compare his self-
worth with peers and his actual performance on a variety of tasks. Anyway, this process of comparison between the 
perceived Self and the ideal Self takes on new importance during adolescence, because of the ever more diversified 
job of developing, and the psycho-physical changes associated with puberty (Bracken, 1992; D’Urso, Spagnolo, and 
Quaranta, 2000).  
During this developmental phase, positive self-esteem is coherent with a view of oneself as an active person, able 
to promote changes by effort and goals which involve learning new things (Pepi, Faria and Alesi, 2006). In 
particular male self-esteem seems to be more influenced by goals related to independence and autonomy, whilst 
female self-esteem is more closely defined by goals characterised by sensitivity and interdependence (Cross and 
Madson, 1997). A variety of studies documented mutual relationship between self-esteem and school outcomes; 
whilst self-esteem is powerfully influenced by results achieved and appreciation shown by others from primary 
school on, it is also a good predictor of school success.  
In this context, according to the self-worth theory of motivation (Covington, 1992), students need to protect their 
self-esteem when facing a threatening task by employing defensive strategies, such as self-handicapping, aimed at 
creating obstacles to performance by reducing responsibility for failure and increasing credit for success (Martin, 
Marsh, and Debus, 2003; McCrea, Hirt, Hendrix, Milner, and Steele, 2008). Examples of self-handicapping 
strategies are to procrastinate or put off doing school work until the last minute, to make excuses, to get drunk or 
drink alcohol before an exam, to not trying hard, etc. It is important to acknowledge that we can distinguish between 
proactive and retroactive defensive strategies; self-handicapping is a proactive strategy occurring before actual 
performance. On the other hand, retroactive strategies are post hoc excuses such as saying that you did not well 
because you are not able/lucky or the task was too difficult (Urdan e Midgley, 2001). 
According to a developmental perspective, self-handicapping strategies are largely used by adolescents because 
they imply sophisticated psychological processes, such as evaluating goals, anticipating behavioural, emotional and 
affective outcomes, planning and monitoring behaviour, employing effort and causal attributions (Eronen, Nurmi, & 
Salmela-Aro, 1998). 
 From the theoretical perspective of self-regulated learning, Rhodewalt and Vohs (2005) embody these defensive 
strategies in the social intelligence model of personality. From first definition given by Thorndike (1920), as “the 
ability to act wisely in human relations” (p.228), Social Intelligence is generally conceptualized as the ability to 
produce adequate behaviors aimed at achieving desired social goals. There are theoretical and empirical reasons for 
making several general claims about its articulation into three different components: perceptual, cognitive and 
behavioral. On this basis Silvera, Martinussen and Dahl (2001) built a self-report instrument articulated into three 
areas: 1) Social Information Processing (SP), which measures the ability to understand and predict other people’s  
behaviors and feelings; 2) Social Skills (SS) which measures the  ability to cope new social situations; 3) Social 
Awareness (SA), which measures the consciousness of events in social situations. Rhodewalt and Vohs (2005) argue 
that Social Intelligence is involved in the way that individuals perceive their self-worth, delineate their self-beliefs, 
perceive threats and chose strategies to cope challenge events. The social intelligent individuals are highly able to 
solve daily life problems and cope social threatening events by using appropriate strategies.   
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2. Objectives 
 
Based on these theoretical considerations, we propose to study protective strategies used by adolescents to 
defense their self-esteem from external perceived threats in the school domain in relation to their social intelligence.  
This study aims to investigate two specific research questions: 1. Do gender and field of study influence Self-
esteem, Proactive and Retroactive Excuses employ and Social Intelligence of adolescents attending high school?  2. 
To what extent are correlated Self-esteem level, Proactive/Retroactive excuses and Social Intelligence components 
such as Social Information Processing, Social Skills and Social Awareness? 
 
3. Method 
 
3.1. Participants 
 
The subjects in this study were 786, of which 369 boys (46.9%) and 417 girls (53.1%), attending the 3th or the 
5th final years of high school. Participants were between the ages of 15 and 21 (mean age = 17.2 years).  
Among subjects, 258 (32.8%) attended humanistic high school, 112 (14,2%) scientific high school, 200 (25,4%) 
technical high school and 216 (27,5%) pedagogic high school.  
 
3.2. Instruments 
 
Instruments were collectively administered during a regular school day. We have been previously provided all 
information for right compilation and confidentiality and anonymity being guaranteed. All students completed self-
reports instruments battery that included a questionnaire for the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965), Proactive and 
Retroactive Excuses (Alesi and Pepi, 2011), and Italian version of the Tromsø Social Intelligence Scale (Gini and 
Iotti, 2008). These questionnaires were presented at the same time and following a balanced order. 
Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (1965) was used to measure general self-esteem. This scale includes 10 items of 
which 5 are expressed in positive terms (e.g.: “I feel that I have a number of good qualities”) and others 5 are 
articulated in negative form (e.g.: “I certainly feel useless at times”). Participants had choose one of 6 points Likert 
scale to explicate their feelings (from 6=“Strongly Agree” to 1= “Strongly Disagree”). 
Students’ defensive strategies were assessed with the Proactive and Retroactive Excuses Questionnaire (Alesi 
and Pepi, 2011). This scale measures the excuses used by individuals before a task performance perceived as 
threatening or after a failure. It consisted of 20 items including 10 items concerning proactive excuses (e.g.“Before a 
test/exam, the procrastination of the study until the last moment is useful to say that this is possible reason of 
failure”) and 10 items concerning retroactive excuses (e.g. “In front of a failure you can say that the test is too 
difficult”). Adolescents expressed their degree of agreement with each assertion using an answer 6 levels Likert 
scale ranging from Totally agree to Totally disagree.  
The Tromsø Social Intelligence Scale (TSIS) (Silvera, Martinussen and Dahl, 2001) consisted of three 
independent subscales related to Social information Processing, (SP) (7 items), Social Skills, (SS) (7 items) and 
Social Awareness, (SA) (7 items).  We used its Italian version edited by Gini & Iotti (2008). TSIS is a self-report 
measurement composed by 21 item, each of which is a statement concerning a competence related to social 
intelligence construct (e.g., “I can predict other people’s behavior”). Subjects were asked the degree to which each 
affirmation described them on a 7 point scale (from 1 =“ describes me extremely poorly” to 7 = “ describes me 
extremely well”). 
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4. Results 
 
Univariate analyses of variance (ANOVA) were computed in order to study each dimension of Self Esteem, 
Excuses and Social Intelligence, considered as dependent variables, as a function of gender (feminine vs. masculine) 
and field of study (humanistic, scientific, technical and pedagogic), these being considered as independent variables. 
Looking at Self-esteem, the results suggest a statistical significant difference between males and females on self-
esteem [F (1, 785)= 38,199; p<.0,5]. Females show lower self-esteem (M= 43,33; DS= 7,640) than males (M= 
46,59; DS= 7,072). 
Moreover, even the field of study influences self-esteem. Post hoc comparisons indicated that students attending 
technical schools have higher level of self-esteem than humanistic and pedagogic students. About defensive 
strategies, ANOVA indicated that only field of study has a significant effect on both Proactive and Retroactive 
Excuses. In particular, multiple comparisons show students attending pedagogic schools use more Proactive Excuses 
than students attending scientific or humanistic schools. In the same way, students attending pedagogic schools 
employ more Retroactive Excuses than students attending scientific schools (table 1).  
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for Self Esteem, Proactive and Retroactive Excuses by field of study. 
 
 Humanistic 
Schools 
N= 258 
Scientific 
School 
N=112 
Technical 
School 
N= 200 
Pedagogic 
Schools 
N= 216 
ANOVA 
 M SD M SD M SD M SD F df sign. 
 
Self Esteem 
 
44,37 8,178 45,45 6,875 46,40 7,128 43,70 7,267 5,131 3 .002 
Proactive Excuses 35,35 8,295 34,88 7,967 36,85 7,613 37,91 7,741 5,686 3 .001 
 
Retroactive 
Excuses   
33,93 8,360 33,36 6,903 35,23 7,843 35,78 7,387 3,645 3 .012 
* p < .05 
 
The gender influences all three Social Intelligence components, Social information Processing [F (1,785)= 
10,041; p<.0,5], Social Skills [F (1,785)= 6,489; p<.0,5] and Social Awareness [F (1,785)= 8,212; p<.0,5]. These 
differences demonstrate that girls have more social cognitive abilities (M=37; DS=6,86) than boys (M= 35,37; DS= 
7,53). Conversely, boys show better social behavioral competences (M=34,82; DS=8,13) and more social situation 
awareness (M= 28,08; DS= 7,24) than female peers. Field of study influences only Social information Processing [F 
(3, 785)= 9,231; p<.0,5]. Students attending technical schools show more competence to understand and predict 
behaviors and feelings of other people (M= 34,26; DS= 7,52) than humanistic (M= 37,18; DS= 6,54) and scientific 
students (M= 38,06; DS= 6,21). 
Another aim of this research was to analyse the relationships between excuses, both proactive and retroactive, 
self-esteem and all three domains of social intelligence. 
Correlation analyses show negative significant correlation between Proactive Excuses and Self-Esteem. Similarly 
Retroactive Excuses are significantly negatively related to Self-Esteem.  
With regard to Social Intelligence, Proactive Excuses are significantly negatively related to all components: 
Social Information Processing, Social Awareness  and Social Skills.  
Moreover, students' self-esteem present a positive strong correlation with their Social Skills and Social 
Awareness. 
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Table 2. Correlations between Self-esteem, Proactive/Retroactive Excuses, SP, SS, SA  
 
 Self-
esteem 
Proactive 
excuses 
Retroactive 
excuses 
SP SS SA 
Correlazione 
Pearson 
1,000 -,116** -,113** -,026 ,362** ,235**
Sig. (2-vie) , ,001 ,001 ,472 ,000 ,000 
Self-esteem 
N 786 786 786 786 786 786 
Correlazione 
Pearson 
-,116** 1,000 ,502** -,113** -,113** -,077**
Sig. (2-vie) ,001 , ,000 ,001 ,002 ,031 
Proactive 
Excuses 
N 786 786 786 786 786 786 
Correlazione 
Pearson 
-,113** ,502** 1,000 -,037 -,060 -,069 
Sig. (2-vie) ,001 ,000 , ,297 ,091 ,054 
Retroactive 
Excuses 
N 786 786 786 786 786 786 
Correlazione 
Pearson 
-,026 -,113** -,037 1,000 ,193** -,117**
Sig. (2-vie) ,472 ,001 ,297 , ,000 ,001 
SP 
N 786 786 786 786 786 786 
Correlazione 
Pearson 
,362** -,113** -,060 ,193** 1,000 ,160**
Sig. (2-vie) ,000 ,002 ,091 ,000 , ,000 
SS 
N 786 786 786 786 786 786 
Correlazione 
Pearson 
,235** -,077** -,069 -,117** ,160** 1,000 
Sig. (2-vie) ,000 ,031 ,054 ,001 ,000 , 
SA 
N 786 786 786 786 786 786 
* p < .05; ** p < .01 
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5. Discussion  
 
The main goal of the present study was to investigate whether gender and field of study might account for level 
Self-esteem, for the use of Proactive/Retroactive defensive strategies and for the components of Social Intelligence 
such as Social Information Processing, Social Skills and Social Awareness. We further extended previous studies on 
self-esteem or self-handicapping strategies by examining the relationship between self-worth and employ of 
proactive/retroactive excuse strategies in association with the psychological construct of social intelligence. The last 
one is a  multifaceted construct which recently received a new interest in the psychological literature. 
In our study females show lower level of Self-esteem than males. This is coherent with other research findings 
obtained in previous studies on gender which have generally associated the most high self-worth to males. In 
particular, male self-esteem is documented to be more higher and seems to be more influenced by goals related to 
independence and autonomy, whilst female self-esteem is more closely defined by goals characterised by sensitivity 
and interdependence (Mellor, Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, McCabe and Ricciardelli, 2010). Research in this field has looked 
at gender stereotypes from the educational, family and scholastic point of view (Alesi and Pepi, 2008). 
Moreover, even the field of study seems to influences both the Self-esteem and the Social Information 
Processing. Students attending technical schools have higher level of self-esteem and more competence to 
understand and predict behaviors and feelings of other people than their peers.  An explanation for this result could 
be the intrinsic nature of the kind of study carried out. Indeed, the technical address of study is more oriented 
towards the chance of coping with changes, to close to completion of high school and immediately to face the job 
market challenges, and could thus favour higher level of autonomy and independence with consequent 
improvements in self-assessment (Pepi, Faria and Alesi, 2006).  
Concerning defensive strategies, only the field of study influences both proactive and retroactive Excuses. In 
particular, pedagogic students use more Proactive and Retroactive Excuses than students attending scientific or 
humanistic schools. Future research could examine more in-depth to what extent studies oriented towards 
educational and social sciences require the employ of defensive strategies.  
Moreover findings from our research regarding the gender influences on Social Intelligence corroborates the 
results previously obtained. Girls show more social processing abilities than boys (Gini and Iotti, 2008; Mejis, 
Cillessen, Scholte, Segers and Spijkerman, 2008).  
Finally, we found negative significant correlations between Self-Esteem and both Proactive and Retroactive 
Excuses. It’s a relationship well-documented in literature. When facing a threatening task, individuals high in self-
esteem perceive to have more to lose through failure and are more likely to engage in anticipatory self-protection. 
Similarly following failure situations they tend to bolster the self and preserve their fragile self-views by attributing 
the cause of the negative performance to external factors such as a bad luck, bad teaching or difficulty of the task 
(McCrea, Hirt and Milner, 2008; Smith, Hardy, Arkin, 2009).  
Social Intelligence results to be strongly correlated to self-esteem and negatively associated to Proactive Excuses. 
The positive self-worth plays a pivotal role in one’s general well-being and degree of adaptation to the social 
context. The socially intelligent individuals with higher level of self-esteem are more able to analyze the social 
behavior of others, to recognize their motives and cognitive and produce adequate behavior for the social context 
(Cantor and Kihlstrom, 1987). Consequently they use less defensive strategies because they are more capable to 
cope daily life problems and to find adequate resolutions of conflicts. 
 
6. Conclusions 
 
To sum up, the results of this study suggest some interesting implications on the educational field.  
We suggest that it might be worth looking further into the need to plan programs aimed at promoting and 
encouraging the development of self-regulated learning, which causes the students to focus more on effort, seen as 
an internal causal factor which is under their own control, and adopt effective strategies to cope challenging tasks. In 
turns, these programs could make them less vulnerable to failure and, consequently, at long term, prevent emotional 
difficulties and dropping out of school.  
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